Immunohistochemical analysis of Bcl-2, Bax, and Bak expression in thyroid glands from patients with subacute thyroiditis.
Bcl-2 family proteins are important regulators of apoptosis. To clarify a role of apoptosis and the expression of Bcl-2 family proteins in the pathogenesis of subacute thyroiditis (SAT), we evaluated the expression of Bcl-2, Bax, and Bak by immunohistochemistry and apoptosis by in situ end labeling of fragmented DNA in thyroid tissues from 11 patients with SAT. Apoptotic nuclei were found in granulomas, especially in macrophages/histiocytes and lymphocytes, and in the regenerating follicular cells, but were rarely found in the area of fibrosis. The mean (+/-SD) percentage of apoptotic follicular cells was significantly greater in SAT than that in controls (1.4 +/- 0.8% vs. 0.4 +/- 0.6%). Bcl-2, Bak, and Bax were strongly expressed in the granulomas and regenerating thyroid follicular cells from patients with SAT. Bcl-2 and Bak, but not Bax, were expressed in follicular cells from normal controls. The percentage of apoptotic cells and the expression of Bax in follicular cells did not correlate with age or serum levels of thyroid hormones, C-reactive protein, or thyroglobulin. These data suggest that apoptosis may be involved in the development of SAT and that Bax expression in regenerating thyrocytes may be important for the recovery of SAT.